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Writer and Historian
B e s id e s  d ire c tin g  th e  S ta te  L ib ra ry  c a p a b ly , 
Jo h n so n  B rig h a m  fo u n d  tim e fo r  c ritic a l a n d  h is ­
to r ic a l w r i t in g . D u r in g  th e  y e a r s  1899 to  1901 he  
e d ite d  a  w e e k ly  co lu m n  c a lle d  B o o k s a n d  M e n  
in  th e  D e s  M o in e s  D a ily  C a p ita l  w h e re  in c h a t ty  
fa s h io n  h e  c o m m e n te d  so m e tim es  c r i t ic a lly  a n d  
so m e tim es  p h ilo so p h ic a lly  on  c u r re n t  E u ro p e a n , 
B ritish , a n d  A m e ric a n  w r i t in g s . H is  a r t ic le s  a p ­
p e a re d  in su c h  m a g a z in e s  a s  C e n tu r y , S c r ib n e r s , 
Y o u th 's  C o m p a n io n , C h a u ta u q u a n , R e v ie w  o f  R e ­
v ie w s , F o r u m , A n n a ls  o f  I o w a , Io w a  Jo u rn a l o f  
H is to r y  a n d  P o li t ic s , a n d  th e  Io w a  Q u a r te r ly .  
F o r  th e  E n c y c lo p e d ia  A m e r ic a n a  h e  w a s  a s k e d  to  
c o n tr ib u te  th e  a r t ic le  on  Io w a .
In  1917  Jo h n so n  B r ig h a m ’s e x p e r ie n c e  w a s  
re q u is it io n e d  in th e  p u b lic a tio n  o f P ra ir ie  G o ld .  
T h e  Io w a  P re s s  a n d  A u th o r s ’ C lu b  a g re e d  to  pool 
th e ir  re s o u rc e s  a n d  p u b lish  a  re g io n a l a n th o lo g y . 
T h e  C lu b  c h o se  Jo h n so n  B rig h a m  a s  e d ito r - in -  
ch ie f, w ith  L ew is  W o r th in g to n  S m ith  a n d  H e le n  
C o w le s  L e C ro n  a s  a s s is ta n ts .  T o  th is  a n th o lo g y  
o f 3 5 0  p a g e s  Io w a  w r i te r s  c o n tr ib u te d  m o st g e n e r ­
o u s ly . O u ts ta n d in g  in fic tion  w e re  A lice  F re n c h , 
H a m lin  G a r la n d ,  E llis  P a r k e r  B u tle r , A r th u r  D a ­
v iso n  F ic k e , A lic e  C . W e i tz ,  F r a n k  L u th e r  M o tt ,
248
Jam es N o rm a n  H a ll ,  a n d  R u p e r t  H u g h e s .  S o m e 
w h o  s e n t  in  v e rs e  w e re  T a c i tu s  H u s s e y , M a jo r  
S . H . M . B y e rs , E th e l  H u e s to n , R a n d a ll  P a r is h , 
E d w in  F o r d  P ip e r , a n d  E m e rso n  H o u g h . “ D in g ” 
D a r lin g  a d d e d  m u ch  to  th e  b o o k  b y  s u p p ly in g  h is 
in im itab le  c a r to o n s .
A  d o z e n  y e a r s  la te r  Jo h n so n  B rig h a m  w a s  a s k e d  
b y  th e  Io w a  S ta te  T e a c h e r s  A sso c ia tio n  to  e n la rg e  
a n d  u n ify  th e  a r tic le s  o n  Io w a  a u th o r s  w h ic h  h a d  
a p p e a re d  in M id la n d  S c h o o ls  in to  a  h a n d b o o k  
w h ic h  w a s  la te r  e n ti t le d  A  L it t le  B o o k  o f  Io w a  
A u th o r s  b y  Io w a  A u th o r s .  In  th e  P re f a c e  th e  e d i­
to r  s ta te d  th a t  th e  b o o k  w a s  d e s ig n e d  “ to  e n c o u r ­
a g e  Io w a  y o u th  to  c re a tiv e  e x p re s s io n  a n d  Io w a n s  
g e n e ra lly  to  a  la rg e r  in te re s t  in  w h a t  w a s  b e in g  
d o n e  in th e  field  o f l i te ra tu re  b y  Io w a  w r i te r s .”
A ll in  a ll th e  little  b o o k  c o n ta in e d  s ix te e n  b io ­
g ra p h ic a l sk e tc h e s , a m o n g  th em  th o se  o f H a m lin  
G a r la n d , A lice  F re n c h , R u th  S u c k o w , B ess  
S tre e te r  A ld r ic h , a n d  F r a n k  L u th e r  M o tt .  T w o  
o th e r  c h a p te rs  d is c u s se d  b rie fly  a  n u m b e r  o f p ro m ­
is ing  y o u n g  w r ite rs , su c h  a s  M a c K in la y  K a n to r , 
Ja y  G . S ig m u n d , T h o m a s  W .  D u n c a n , a n d  Jam es 
H e a rs t .  T h is  b o o k  filled  a  g re a t  n e e d  in Io w a , a n d  
th a n k s  to  its  c o n tr ib u to rs  a n d  a b le  e d ito rsh ip  it h a s  
re m a in e d  th e  s ta n d a r d  so u rc e  fo r  re fe re n c e  co n ­
ce rn in g  th e  w r i te r s  o f Io w a .
B e tw een  1905 a n d  1934 B rig h a m  p u b lish e d  
e ig h t b o o k s, m o st o f th em  re la tin g  to  th e  h is to ry  o f 
Io w a . T h e  firs t o f th e se , A n  O ld  M a n  s  I d y l ,
WRITER AND HISTORIAN 249
250 THE PALIMPSEST
w h ic h  p a id  a n  o u ts ta n d in g  t r ib u te  to  h is w ife , h a s  
a l r e a d y  b e e n  d is c u s s e d . I t  c a m e  fro m  th e  p re s s  in  
1905 . A n  a d d r e s s  b e fo re  th e  B a n k e r s ’ C lu b  a n ­
n u a l d in n e r  fu rn is h e d  th e  n u c le u s  o f h is  B a n k e r  in  
L ite ra tu re .  A f te r  e x a m in in g  h u n d re d s  o f h is to r ie s , 
n o v e ls , a n d  b io g ra p h ie s  b y  F re n c h , B ritish , a n d  
A m e ric a n  w r i te r s ,  h e  b ro u g h t  h is  f in d in g s  to g e th e r  
in to  a  2 5 0 -p a g e  b o o k  w h ic h  th e  B a n k e rs  P u b lis h ­
in g  C o m p a n y  o f N e w  Y o rk  is su e d  in 1910.
In  1912 h e  p r in te d  a  b ro c h u re  e n tit le d  A  L ib ra ry  
in th e  M a k i n g , w h ic h  h a d  re c e n tly  a p p e a re d  in  th e  
A n n a ls  o f  Io w a  w ith  th e  sa m e  title . A  y e a r  la te r  
a p p e a r e d  h is  b io g ra p h y  o f Jam es  H a r la n .  W r i t t e n  
u n d e r  th e  d ire c tio n  o f  D r . B e n ja m in  F . S h a m - 
b a u g h , it a d d e d  a  v a lu a b le  v o lu m e  to  th e  b io g ra p h ­
ica l se r ie s  o f th e  S ta te  H is to r ic a l  S o c ie ty  a t  Io w a  
C ity . T h e  re s e a rc h , c o v e r in g  five y e a rs , m a d e  th e  
b o o k  “ th e  m o s t la b o r io u s  l i te ra ry  t a s k ” w h ic h  
B rig h a m  h a d  e v e r  u n d e r ta k e n . H e  fo u n d  Jam es 
H a r la n  a  m an  a f te r  h is  o w n  h e a r t , a  s e lf -m a d e  
m an  o f in te g r i ty , w h o  cam e  to  Io w a  in 1846 to  
te a c h  in th e  s h o r t- l iv e d  Io w a  C ity  C o lle g e , a n d  
w a s  e le c te d  to  th e  U n i te d  S ta te s  S e n a te  in  1855. 
F o r  th is  b io g ra p h y  B rig h a m  w a s  g iv en  f r e e  a c c e ss  
to  H a r l a n ’s p e rs o n a l m em o irs , le tte rs , a n d  p a p e rs . 
T h is  w a s  m a d e  p o ss ib le  b y  R o b e r t  L in co ln , th e  
o n ly  su rv iv in g  so n  o f  P re s id e n t  L in co ln , a n d  o f 
h is  w ife , M a r y  H a r la n  L in co ln , th e  d a u g h te r  o f 
Jam es  H a r la n .
B r ig h a m ’s n e x t  fo u r  b o o k s , all o f h is to r ic a l n a -
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tu re , e n ta ile d  in fin ite  re s e a rc h  in  th e  a rc h iv e s  o f 
th e  S ta te  D e p a r tm e n t  o f  H is to ry  in D e s  M o in e s , 
e sp e c ia lly  th e  n e w s p a p e r  files w h ic h  h e  h a d  so  d il­
ig e n tly  c o lle c te d . H is  id e a  o f  re c o rd in g  h is to ry  
w a s  lib e ra l, fo r  h e  w a n te d  to  p ro b e  th ro u g h  th e  
b a re  b o n e s  o f re c o rd s , a s  h e  sa id , to  ‘ th e  sp ir it  
w h ich  b ro o d e d  o v e r  c o m m u n ity  life .”
In  1911 T h e  H is to r y  o f  D e s  M o in e s  a n d  P o lk  
C o u n ty  a p p e a re d  in  tw o  la rg e  v o lu m es, th e  firs t 
co v e rin g  th e  h is to ry  o f th e  c ity  a n d  c o u n ty , a n d  
th e  se c o n d , w ith  w h ic h  Jo h n so n  B rig h a m  h a d  n o  
d ire c t re sp o n s ib ility , c o n ta in in g  b io g ra p h ic a l 
sk e tc h e s  o f th e  m en  a n d  w o m e n  w h o  h a d  m a d e  o r  
w e re  m a k in g  loca l h is to ry .
In  1915 h e  p u b lish e d  I o w a , I ts  H is to r y  a n d  I ts  
F o re m o s t C i t iz e n s , w h ic h  firs t a p p e a re d  in  fo u r  
vo lum es, tw o  o f w h ic h  w e re  h is to r ic a l a n d  tw o  
b io g ra p h ic a l. A s  th e  tit le  im p lies, Jo h n so n  B rig ­
ham  ch o se  to  s tre s s  th e  e n d e a v o rs  o f th e  m en  a n d  
w o m en  w h o  m a d e  Io w a . H is  id e a s  o f th e  im p o r­
ta n c e  o f th e  h e ro , su n g  a n d  u n su n g , a re  e x p re s s e d  
c le a r ly  in  h is P re fa c e , w h e re  h e  w ro te , “A t  a ll 
tim es in Io w a  h is to ry  th e re  h a v e  b een  m e n , —  c re ­
a tiv e  so u ls  th a t , th o u g h  th e y  so m etim es re la x e d  
th e ir  e ffo rts , ro se  to  em erg e n c ie s  a n d  m a s te re d  m a ­
te ria l th in g s , —  m en  d iv in e ly  co m m iss io n ed  fo r  
le a d e rsh ip  w h o , n e v e r th e le s s , re c o g n iz e d  th e  co l­
lec tive  w isd o m  of ‘th e  p la in  p e o p le .’ ”
A c c o rd in g  to  th is  b e lie f, h e  in s e r te d  n u m e ro u s  
sk e tc h e s  o f th e  le a d in g  m en  o f th e  s ta te , su ch  a s
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J o se p h  S tre e t ,  In d ia n  a g e n t ;  W il l ia m  S a l te r  o f  th e  
Io w a  B a n d ; S a m u e l K irk w o o d , Io w a  s C iv il W a r  
g o v e rn o r ;  T .  S . P a rv in , f a th e r  o f  Io w a  M a s o n ry ;  
G e o rg e  G ro v e r  W r ig h t ,  ju r is t ;  a n d  G e o rg e  D . 
P e rk in s  o f  th e  S io u x  C ity  Jo u rn a l. T w o  b ro ­
c h u re s , p r iv a te ly  p r in te d , o n e  o f  p o litica l a n d  o n e  
o f  s c h o la r ly  n a tu re ,  B la in e , C o n k l in g  a n d  G a r fie ld  
( 1 9 1 9 )  a n d  T h e  M a n y  S id e d  O m a r  ( 1 9 2 5 ) ,  sh o w  
h is  d iv e rs e  in te re s ts .
In  1927  h e  tr ie d  h is  h a n d  a t  a  h is to r ic a l n o v e l, 
T h e  S in c la ir s  o f  O ld  F o r t  D e s  M o in e s , w h ic h  is 
b e t te r  h is to ry  th a n  fic tion . T h o u g h  th e  n a r r a t iv e  
in te re s t  f lag s  a t  tim es, th e  r e a d e r  is r e w a rd e d  b y  
v iv id  p ic tu re s  o f  th e  e s ta b lis h in g  o f th e  o ld  F o r t  a t  
th e  ju n c tu re  o f th e  R a c c o o n  a n d  th e  D e s  M o in e s  
r iv e rs , a n d  c lo se -u p  v ie w s  o f  th e  v illa g e s  o f  K eo ­
k u k  a n d  P o w e s h ie k .
L u e l l a  M . W r ig h t
